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ABSTRACT 

Recognizing that voluntary withdrawal from college is 
inextricably associated with achievement needs, this study used 
achievement motivation theory to examine: (1) whether i^^omen fxinction 
differently from men in achievement-oriented situations; (2) whether 
they differ in their reasons for leaving college; and (3) whether 
achievement level, as measured by grade-point average, is 
differentially related to the problems reported by each sex. The 
Problems Inventory section of the Exit Interview Questionnaire 
provided the primary source of data which was later factor analyzed. . 
The current research reveals qtiite clearly that male and female 
students have experienced different types of problems prior to tha 
decision to withdraw from college. Women seemed more concerned with 
personal adequacy, performance, or specific personal needs in their 
environment, while men more often reflected philosophical concerns 
related to education and career choice, or problems of a financial or 
physical nature. (Author /LAA) 
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Research efforts related to vyithd.rawal from college have 



^* reflected a trend in recent years toward multivariate studies 

CD 

which focus on describing the types of students who withdraw from 
college in terms of background variables, test scores and grades, 
or personality characteristics. While presumably aimed at pro- 
viding information which wiJl be useful in counseling students con- 
^ cerning school and career problems, such studies have all too fre- 

quently been deficient in this respect due to a failure to examine 
the reasons, or motivation underlying withdrawal decisions. In 
the case of female students especially, we have had to accept blank- 
et appraisals of dropouts and rather superficial explanations of 
behavior, tn his generally comprehensive review of the research 
related to college withdrawals, for example, Spady (1970) conclud- 
ed that the higher rate of withdrav^als among females stems from 
*'necess I ty". leased on the argument that men feel more constrained 

^ to pursue a career, he suggested that *'women are both freer to 

deal with college as an intrinsically rewarding experience and 

O face less pressure to finish/' Summerskill (19&2) had noted simply 

o 

that women more often withdraw for "non-academic*' reasons than do 
men, Vihile such cbsprvations seem to possess a certain amount of 
face validity, they nevertheless fail to speak to the basic issue 
of why students -- male or female — leave college, even when pre- 
vious academic performance has been acceptable. 
rTi!fr^' Recognizing that this phenomenon of voluntary withdrawal from 



college Is inextricably associated with acli ievement needs , the cur- 
rent study has turned to achievement motivation theory for a more 
meaningful context within which to examine the problem. More spe- 
cifically, impetus for the current work has come out of a growing 
body of research literature which advances the general thesis that 
women function differently than men in achievement-oriented situ- 
ations and that achievement by v;omen in such situations is often 
inhibited by a "motive to avoid success," This latter concept was 
developed by Horner (I968> 1972) who noted that although measures 
of resultant achievement tendency, based on motive to succeed and 
motive to avoid failure (see Atkinson, 11358), predicted achieve- 
menfor iented behavior in men, they consistently failed to pre- 
dict such performance for women. Her research indicates, moreover, 
that a measure of motive to avoid success wi 1 1 accurately predict 
women^s performance in achievement-oriented situations. She found 
that this motive influenced more than blZ of the females in her 
college sample, compari^d with fewer than ]0Z of the males. Horner 
also found a higher incidence cif motive to avoid success among 
women \^ho were Honors students than among those who were not, pre" 
sumably because the threat of success and its negative consequences 
were more imminent for the former. 

O bjectives of the Study 

Although Horner's results have been adequately demonstrated 
in the laboratory, the current study provides an opportunity to 
test the theory using a real-life criterion of motive to avoid suc- 
cess. Since college clearly represents an academic achievement sit- 
uation, it was thought that voluntary withdrawal from college might 



represent an avoidance response to such a situation. Evidence of 
a motive to avoid success might thus be found In the reasons which 
students have for withdrawing from college. This study has aimed 
to determine whether, and in what ways, women and men differ in 
their reasons for leaving schooK More specifically, the research 
has sought: 

(1) to identify problem areas — personal, social, academic, 
and environmental reported by a group of students who voluntar- 
ily withdrew from The University of Texas at Austin during 1970 
and 1371; 

(2) to determine whether there are significant sex differences 
on the self"" reported frequencies and severity of the problems so 
defined; and 

(3) to determine whether achievement level, as measured by 
grade-point average, is differentially related to the problems re- 
ported by each sex. 

It is expected, of course, that should differences in the types 
of problems reported by men and women occur, the problems reported 
more frequently by women and particularly by women at higher 
levels of achievement may reflect the influence of the motive to 
avoid success. 

Subjects ^ 

Subjects for this study were 1,368 students (886 males and ^82 
females) who voluntarily withdrew from The University of Texas at 
Austin during the four semesters of 1970 and 1971. All had been 
enrolled in the College of Arts and Sciences or, during the 1971 
Fall Semester, in one of the four Divisions into which the College 



of Arts and Sciences had been divided. All had preceded through 
the official channels for withdrawal and had cc.T,pleted the txit 
Interview Questionnaire from which the data for this study were 
taken • 

In order to achieve a more homogeneous sample which would con- 
form to limitations of the theoretical framework of this study, I36 
subjects belonging to racial minority groups and 253 subjects who 
were 25 or older, were excluded from the original sample of 1,757 
students . 

Data Source 

The Problems Inventory section of the L;xit Interview Question- 
naire provided the primary source of data. It consisted of 8^ 
statements of problems covering a wide range of topics, from com- 
plaints about specific aspects of the University situation to con- 
flicts with friends, spouses, or parents, personal problems, health, 
etc. Students were asked to rate these problems in terms of the 
level of their concern for each during the course of their enroll- 
ment at the University. A five-point scale was used for the rating, 
with a score of 1 indicating '^not a problem*' and a score of 5 indi- 
cating ''a very important concern-" It was believed that these rat- 
ings of problems might more accurately reflect reasons for with- 
drawal than would responses to a question directly concerning rea- 
sons for withdrawal, since the latter would be more likely to elicit 
defensive reactions. 

In order to increase the reliability of results, distribution 
statistics were computed for each of the items, and those with very 
ERsLC little variability were excluded from further analyses. This el im- 



Jnation of items resulted tn the following pool of 65 problems used 
in the current research: 

1. feeling tired much of the time 

2. not getting enough exercise 

3. not gettinp enough sleep 

not getting satisfactory diet 

3* being underweight or overweight 

6. special health or medical problems 

7. employment taking too much time 

8. too little money for clothes 

9. too little money for recreation 
10* too little support from home 

11. too many financial problems 

12. dislike financial dependence 
13» unable to take courses I want 

14. forced to take courses I don't want 

15* too many rules and regulations 

16. courses unrelated to each other 

17. courses irrelevant to my life 

18. too many poor teachers 
ly. too many dull classes 

20. teachers lacking personality 

21 . teacherfi lacking interest in students 

22. teachers with poor grasp of subject 

23» no study space in quarters 

2k. lacking privacy in quarters 

25. clash of opinion with parents 

26. parents expect too much of me 

27. can't discuss problems at hone 

28. too ! i ttle social 1 i fe 

29. difficult to meet people 

30. feeling extreme loneliness 

31 . fee I i ng isol ated 

32. nervousness 
33* restlessness 

3^. taking things too seriously 

35. getting low grades 

36. weak in writing 
37 • slow in reading 

38. unf ai r tests 

39. uncertain about what to study 

40. uncertain about occupational choice 

41. poorly planned college program 

42. doubting value of college degree 

43. feareng failure In college 

44. concerned about moral questions 

45. concerned about religious beliefs 

46. needing a philosophy of life 

47. campus too large 

48. classes too large 
Q 49. poor advi sing 

£PJ(]]" 50. life not well rounded 

m^Bim 51, little time for recreation 



52.. no time to enjoy art - music 

53» no chance for self-expression 

5^. afraid of making mistakes 

55. lacking self-confidence 

56. lacking self-control 

57. too easily discouraged 

58. unable to concentrate 
53* girl/boyfriend problem 
60. marital problems 

ol. combining school and marriage 

62. combining school and work 

63. teachers hard to talk to 
6^. feel no one understands me 

65. no one to share personal concerns 



Analyses of Data 

Responses of all 1,368 subjects to the 65 items were factor 
analyzed using Program FACTOR (Veldman, V3b7, 1971) v/hich computes a 
principal axis, unit diagonals solution with rotation to the Vari- 
max criterion. Initially, all factors with Eigenroots of 1,00 or 
greater were extracted, according to the method recommended by Kaiser 
& Caffrey (I965). This solution, however, produced 16 factors and 
enough evidence of factor fission to indicate rather clearly that 
over-factoring had occurred. Subsequent analyses led to the use of 
an 11-factor solution which provided a more efficient and economical 
structure which al:>i:" retained the descriptive qualities and psycho- 
logical mean i ngf ul ness of solutions based on more factors. These 11 
factors were 1 abel cd : Factor I . Personal -psycho 1 og I cal probl ems , 
Factor M. Dissatisfaction with Academic Situations, Factor III, 
Financial or Employment Problems, Factor IV. Home-Parentai Conflicts, 
Factor Career-'Rel ated Concerns, Factor Vl. Poor Academic Skills 
or Grades, Factor VII, Health-Related Concerns, Factor VIM. Mar- 
ital Problems, Factor IX. uissatisfaction with Residence, Factor X, 
Lack of Time for Extra-Curri cular Activities, Factor XI, Religious- 
Philosophical Concerns. Table 1 shows the Varimax loadings of all 
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items on each of these factors. Primary loadings, (the highest load- 
ing for each item) are underlined. 

The responses of male and female students to the 65 problem 
items were then factor analyzed separately to obtain 11-factbr sol- 
utions for comparison of structures obtained for males and females. 
The Varfmax factor loadings from these solutions were used as input 
to Program RELATE (Veldman, 1^67, 196S, 1971) which re-rotated the 
factors obtained for males tovjard the "target^' solution obtained for 
females. The factor cosine matrix computed for the two solutions 
prior to this re-rotation indicated a high degree of correlation be- 
tween the factors obtained for the two groups, but some disparity of 
the orders in v>fhich factors were extracted. The item vector cosines, 
however, indicated that the re-rotation of the factors obtained for 
males had resulted in =) very close alignment of the two structures. 
Table 2 shows the cosln^is for the 65 item pairs* These ranged from 
•73 to .99, with hh of the pairs obtaining cosines greater than .90. 

Having thus ci::rirr^ed highly similar factor structures for males 
3nA females, \/c:ririi;:x rartor scores were generated for each subject, 
based on the 1 1 -f ck,"^.- ::olL;tion obtained for the combined group. 
Univariate analyses cf vari'snce and a multiple discriminant function 
analysis v/ere then computed to determine whether male and female drop- 
outs did indeed d.ffer in thciir scores on the 11 factors describing 
types of probk nr-. experiep ~cd prior to wi thdrawal . Program DSCulM 
(Veldnsn, VJC/, was i-sed to perform these analyses. 

In addition, single classification analyses of variance were 
computed to determine whether students at five achievement levels 
Q (iJieasured as grade-point averages of below 2.00, 2.00-2.49 1 2.50-2.99 > 

IC 

^ 3-00-3.49, 3.50-4.00) differed in their responses to the 11 factors. 
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These analyses were computed separately for males and females, using 
Program ANOVAK (Veldman, I967, 1971). 

Results 

Table 3 shows the means, F-ratios, and probability levels for 
the univariate analyses of differences between mean scores of males 
and females on the eleven factor variables. Seven of the eleven 
tests indicated significant differences between the groups' scores, 
and five of these F-ratios were significant at the .01 leve^ , or 
beyond. The mean scores for females were significantly higher than 
those for males on four factors: Facto - I. Personal-Psychological 
Concerns; Factor Vl. Poor Academic Skills or Grades; Factor IX. 
Dissati sfert.ion with Koiicence; and Factor X. Lack of Time for 
Extra-Curr ! culcir Act I vi t i . Males ha<^/b^ghcr^ niv^an scores on Factor 
III. Financial or Enn.;:- <oy.nf^;'.t ^ ro:^]^.?,-: : ['f itor V. Career-Related 
Concerns; and Factor VII. Hccil l.h-Rilated Concerns. 

The r>L'i:.!ple d . ^: :r i ^ni i.ant onf^lysia yieldt^d multivariate means 
of 1.7'j65 f-"^ y "i'-^i^ f..r rornrjie.s and males, respectively. The Wilks 
L^ribria criterion vj-r^s cr.-rr.pMted as .926, yielding 3:1 F-*r?tio of 9.883 
wh!';h w:-:s s i jn; fl -rn-^^t: bz.ynr J the .0001 proba^* • 1 i uV level. This, of 
course,, i!*:d^roip.H -Jint it v/ouid be extremely unlikely that the differ 
encf^s between PDie-. ofid females on the 11 factor variables could be 

T''e cori'ci ?r ^ on coer^'i '^ients representing degree of relation- 
ship between the oriyir.cil factor variables and the obtained discrim- 
inant function reflect the results of the u.^ivariate analyses but 
indicate more clearly the degree to which each factor is identified 




with the discriminant function. these correlations are also shown 
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in Table 3, in descending order by size. The two highest coeffic- 
ients were obtained for Factors III and Vll , both factors for which 
males had higher scores than females. The next highest were for 
Factors X, IX, and I, on which females had higher scores. Below 
the5e, the correlations are considerably lower, so it appears that 
these 5 factors may be accounting for the greatest portion of the 
discriminating pov/er of this set of 11 factor variables for male and 
female college withdrawals. Factors V and Vl, which produced sig- 
nificantly higher scores for male dropouts and female dropouts, re- 
spectively, were also important in the separation of males and fe- 
males. 

When factor scores were compared for male and female students 
whose grade-point averages reflected varying levels of academic achieve- 
ment, several significant differences were identified. For both the 
male and female samples, students at varying achievement levels differed 
significantly in their responses to Factor Vl, or problems described 
as **Poor Academic Skills or Grades." This result, of course, is not 
surprising, since we would expect students with low grade-point aver- 
ages to be more concerned with these problems than would be students 
witn higher grade-point averages. 

Somewhat more interesting perhaps is the difference found between 
women at varying achievement levels on Factor 11. Dissatisfaction 
with Academic Situations, \7omen with grade-point averages above 3*5 
were clearly less concerned than other women with such problems. 

This difference did not occur for male dropouts, however. 

! 

Pi scuss ion 

gp^^(^" The current research reveals quite clearly that male and female 

students report having experienced different types of problems prior 
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to the decision to withdraw from college. V/hen those problems on 
which significant differences occurred are viewed in terms of common 
characteristics, some patterns do seem to emerge. While woi'nen ex- 
pressed dissatisfaction with housing and limits placed on their 
activities, for example, men were expressing doubts about the value 
of a college education in general. Men reported problems of physical 
health, while women reported specific problems of a psychological 
nature, such as feelings of loneliness, lack of confidence, or prob- 
lems in interpersonal relationships. In general, women seemed more 
concerned with personal adequacy and performance, or with specific 
personal needs for their environment, while men more often reflected 
phi • osophical concerns related to education and career choice, or 
problems of a financial or physical nature, over which the individ- 
ual would presumably have little control. 

One might begin to argue here that men are, indeed, as previous 
Investigators have suggested, more concerned with achieving a degree 
and with performing well in college than are v^omen. The fact that 
women significantly more often report concerns directly related to 
grades and to academic performance, however, presents a convincing 
argument to the contrary. Particularly interesting in light of this 
difference is the fact that a considerably larger proportion of fe- 
male dropouts had high grade-point averages than did male dropouts. 
Vihile only 2% of the males had grade-point averages of 3o or 
above, k% of the females had such averages; and dropouts with grade- 
point averages of 3.00 (B) or better accounted for only 1^!^ of the 
male sample, but 21!^ of the female sample. The trend was consistent 
Q at the lower end of the scale: dropouts with grade-point averages 

FRIC 

HifflMa below 2*00 (C) accounted for 25% of the male sample, but only 18% 
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of the female sample. 

These differences related to college achievement of dropouts 
seem to indicate that women perform better than n\en in college, but 
that they evaluate this performance less positively than do men. An 
interpretation consistent with the theory of achievement motivation 
discussed here, however, would suggest that women under-eval uate their 
performance because of the negative consequences which academic success 
is expected to bring; that is, because they see academic success as 
incompatible with the traditional feminine role. 

The other problems which women report also find some support in 
previous research related to the achievement motive in women, too. 
The fact that women express a higher level of concern for problems 
related to social or interpersonal relationships and aestetic interests 
or activities ( Factors I and X) is consistent with the findings of 
Field (195o) and Hilton (1959), for example. Their work indicated 
that the achievement scores of wui^an may be raised when achievement- 
arousing conditions include instructions related to social-related 
conditions or to other more traditionally feminine pursuits, rather 
than to aggressive achievement striving in the classic sense of intel- 
ligerce and leadership, V^hat is suggested then is that women may be 
dropping out of college because success in the college academic sit- 
uation may interfere with attainment of the feminine role. Men v^ho 
drop out, on the other hand, are more concerned with tradtitional 
achievement goals. It appears, therefore, that men often drop out 
fearing failure in college, v.?hile women drop out fearful of success. 

An understanding of the motivation underlying a student's de- 
Q cision to withdraw fros?, college appears to represent a crucial issue 

ERIC 

Hia«a™ In counseling that individual. Although such a student may not 
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possess a full awareness of this motivation, we can expect it to be 
reflected in the problems which he describes having experienced, 
V7ith such information, and an understanding of how such problems are 
related to achievement-oriented behavior, the counselor should be 
in a better postion to assess the student's possibilities and to 
guide him in making decisions concerning withdrawal. 

While the data reported here provide some evidence of the via- 
bility of current conceptions of achievement motivation theory in 
explaining drop-out behaviors, further research involving the direct 
assessment of achievement tendency may be necessary for clarifica- 
tion of the relationships between achievement motivation and college 
withdrav/als which have been suggested here, Heanv/hile, the current 
work appears to provide a step tow i new approaches to the study 
of college attrition. Rather than simply reporting numbers and per- 
centages of withdrav/als or describing general characteristics of 
such samples, as much of the research literature on attrition has 
done, an attempt has been made to test behavioral hypotheses using 
such data. While this approach has the disadvantage of requiring a 
number of assumptions and inferences concerning the applicability 
of theory to the data, the ability to generalize and, to make pre- 
dictions which may come from such work should provide some i mportant 
compensating benefits. 
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